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Start With the End in Mind

Think about what you 

want to accomplish
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 Raise awareness

 Involve people in real science

 Create an informed 
constituency

 Promote individual actions &/or 
community responsibility

 Provide information on places 
(where no one else is looking)

 Identify & solve problems 
(locally)

Successful Programs Make A 
Difference



Successful Citizen Science/Volunteer 
Monitoring Programs are. . .

 Well-organized

 Sound scientific basis

 Respectful of their volunteers

 Strong organizational support

 Report & use results

 Make a difference



Well Organized …

 Clear purpose

 Develop strong partnerships

 communicate-coordinate-
collaborate

 Good relations with decision-makers

 Strong leadership and coordination

 Clear staff, board, and volunteer roles



A Sound Scientific Basis means …

 Clear monitoring goals and questions

 Written study design

 Clear documentation of instructions 
for all monitoring activities

Based on established methods!

 Monitoring scope and complexity 
appropriate to group’s capabilities

 QA appropriate to data use



Successful Programs
Report and Use Their Results

 Data are turned into a story

 Results and the story are 
reviewed by data users and 
resource people

 Results are reported in various 
ways tailored to the audience

 Information is turned into 
action

 Monitoring is used to assess 
progress in meeting goals
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Start small,

start simple,

seek out help,

ask a lot of questions

go to workshops/conferences



Resources for Designing Programs

www.usawaterquality.org/volunteer

http://acwi.gov/monitoring/

http://www.birds.cornell.edu/citscitoolkit

http://water.epa.gov/type/rsl/monitoring/vm_index.cfm



Citizen Science/Volunteer 
Monitoring Listservs

 volmonlists@epa.gov

 extvolmonnet@lists.uwex.edu

 Exchanges archived at: 

http://www.usawaterquality.org/volunteer

 citsci-discussion-L-request@cornell.edu

100+ topics

http://www.usawaterquality.org/volunteer


• Assess the need

• Develop objectives

• Design your program

• Collect the data

• Compile and manage data

• Assess and interpret data

• Share results and findings

• Evaluate your project
National Water Quality Monitoring Council “A Framework for Monitoring”

Project Planning:
The Framework for Monitoring



Getting Started - Assess the Need:
Compile Information

 About the resource

 About the goals/needs of your 
organization/community

 About current & past 
monitoring & research efforts

 About citizen science & 
volunteer monitoring

Factsheet IV: Designing Your Monitoring Strategy



Why are you starting a citizen 
science or volunteer monitoring 

project?



Form a (Technical) Steering 
Committee

 Technical expertise

 Sounding board

 Experience

 Connections

 Agency buy-in



Project/Program/Study Design

What, When, Who and How, Why

It describes the rationale for, and 
specific approaches of your monitoring 
efforts.

Should flow out of the vision, goals and 
objectives

Should objectively reflect resources

Good design is critical for success!



Assess What is Possible

Consider

 Skills and knowledge 

 Potential data uses and users

 Level of commitment

 Financial resources



• EPA Guidance Manuals

• www.usawaterquality.org/volunteer

• The Volunteer Monitor newsletter 
archives at EPA

• Other programs - Listservs 

• Conferences - workshops

• Test kit catalogs

• Standard Methods for the Examination 
of Water and Wastewater

Useful Sources to Locate Methods

Ask how others are doing it



Credibility doesn’t mean 
having the most exacting 
techniques.  It means
delivering on your promises, 
no matter how small or large 
they are.
-Meg Kerr
RI River Rescue

URI WW photo



Quality is assured through:

 Training

 Repetition 

 Routine sampling

 Adhering to established procedures

 Monitoring multiple indicators

 QA/QC field and laboratory testing

It is easy to collect bad data and very hard to 

make bad data good!



Increasing Time  - Rigor  - QA  - Expense $$

Originated by G. Dates, River Network
Modified by L. Green

Problem ID,
Assess 

Impairment,
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Regulatory

Education/

Awareness

The Continuum of 
Volunteer Monitoring Programs
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Most Widely Used Monitoring 
Tools?



The Tiered Approach

Allows for volunteers to choose level 
of monitoring involvement based on:

Intended purpose for monitoring 

Intended data use

Intended data users



Wisconsin’s Tiered Program 
Options for Involvement

Level 1: Introductory 

Data used educationally and locally

Level 2: Status and Trends

Data used for management decisions

Trust building between citizens & biologists

Level 3: Special Projects

Data from trusted and trained citizens used 
for research projects (e.g., university-related, 
TMDL monitoring, BMP evaluation)



Cost: ~$150 for equipment
No QA checks

Coordinated locally

Cost: ~$1700 for equipment
Plus QA checks &

DNR Biologist Involvement

Costs: Vary
Rigorous QA &

Researcher Involvement 
Often Required



Program Management 
Considerations

 All volunteer, paid staff or combo

- Dedicated staff is critical to success

 Home organization

School-University-College

Agency

Church

Environmental or Sporting Organization

Community group



Create clear job descriptions

For program staff

For volunteers



 Social media, TV, radio

 Word of mouth – local leaders

 Articles in newspapers/newsletters

 Community organizations

 Churches 

 Schools/Youth groups

 Nearby residents

 Sporting/environ. orgs.

 Fairs, festivals, comm. events

Recruiting Volunteers



Make training a process that flows 
throughout your program, it is …

Salt Ponds Coalition photo



… essential for volunteer success

&

… essential for program success



Read it

See it

Practice it

Practice it

Question  it

Understand it



 Keep class size small

 Provide food and beverages

 Provide plenty of networking time

 Utilizing experts and field 
experiences stimulates interest

 Repeat, repeat, repeat (& repeat 
again)

A Few Training Tips



Program Support-Nationwide

 EPA (http://www.epa.gov/owow/)

• What Volunteer Monitoring Is 

• Volunteer Monitoring Methods

• National Directory of Volunteer 
Monitoring Programs

• Volunteer Monitor Newsletter

• archives

• Electronic thru NWQMC

• QAPP Guidance 

NWQMC biennial  conferences

USGS, NOAA



Program Support-Nationwide

USDA-NIFA Extension Volunteer 
Monitoring Network

www.usawaterquality.org/volunteer

• Guide for Growing Programs

• Current research with / about 
volunteers

• Programs contact information





http://www.usawaterquality.org/volunteer/VolunteerMonPrograms/index.html

Kris Stepenuck

Extension, Master Naturalist, VM Parent 

and Service Provider Programs



http://www.usawaterquality.org/volunteer/VolunteerMonPrograms/index.ht

ml



Volunteer Monitoring: 
Cost Effective – Not Cost Free

 Staff (incredibly hard-working, underpaid) 

 Field and lab equipment and supplies

 Laboratory space or analytical services

 Communication- web, cell, mail

 Office expenses, publications

 Conferences / workshops

 Transportation (personnel or samples)

 Insurance

 Special events / volunteer recognition



Consider Charging for Services

 Greater value often placed on things 
with a cost

 Supports the program

 Provides stability – which can attract 
additional funds

 Can be used for match

 Can enhance perception of credibility



Summary

Start by addressing the tough questions

Determine objectives

Develop a written plan

Communicate – coordinate - collaborate

Use varied learning techniques

Seek varied sources of funding

Use all available resources

Applaud your volunteers (and yourself) !



“It is in the marriage of credible 
data and increased stewardship 
behavior that the true potential 
and vitality of citizen monitoring 
begins to emerge.”

-Steven Hubbell,

Colorado River Watch


